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Abstract 


The  purpose  of  the  study  was  to  determine  the  strengths  and  weaknesses  of  the  education 
system  in  Alberta  from  the  perspective  of  senior  executives  in  the  private  sector.  The 
Minister  of  Education  solicited  the  views  of  Alberta  commerce  and  industry  on  the 
following: 

• the  current  strengths  of  the  education  system; 

• necessary  improvements  to  educational  programs  and  services; 

• the  knowledge,  skills  and  attitudes  necessary  for  Alberta  graduates  to  meet  the 
challenges  and  opportunities  of  a changing  world. 

The  project  was  a small,  exploratory  pilot  survey  of  the  perceptions  of  Alberta  leaders  in 
order  to  provide  direction  and  a base  for  further  study. 

The  methodology  consisted  of  interviews  with  60  senior  executives  in  a variety  of  industries 
and  geographic  areas  of  the  province.  The  findings  were  analyzed  in  the  following 
categories:  expectations,  satisfaction  levels,  problem  areas,  potential  solutions,  other 
comments. 

The  results  indicated  that  business  executives  expect  Alberta  graduates  to  have  a high 
degree  of  competence  in  writing,  reading,  communicating  and  social  studies  subjects,  and 
to  have  good  attitudes  with  respect  to  learning,  enthusiasm,  work  ethic  and  self-esteem. 
These  executives  are  most  concerned  about  graduates'  and  young  peoples'  abilities  in 
writing , reading,  communicating  and  numeracy , and  the  apparent  lack  of  a good  work  ethic 
in  many  young  people.  Generally,  they  are  much  less  concerned  (or  actually  satisfied)  with 
abilities  and  attitudes  in  other  areas. 

With  respect  to  other  findings,  senior  executives  are  most  concerned  about: 

• the  degree  to  which  students  are  streamed  (although  there  is  no  consensus  as  to 
whether  students  should  be  streamed  earlier,  later  or  not  at  all); 

• the  need  for  better  standards  so  that  employers  caii  be  confident  that  those  hired 
have  the  requisite  knowledge  and  skills; 

• the  extent  of  program  choice  available  to  students;  most  believe  there  is  too  much 
choice  and  that  the  basics  are  not  sufficiently  stressed; 

• the  need  for  more  discipline  in  the  classroom,  and  for  principals  and  parents  to 
support  teachers  who  try  to  implement  more  discipline; 

• the  need  for  parents  to  be  more  aware  of  their  responsibility  for  the  education  of 
their  children; 

• the  need  to  reward  teachers  who  are  performing  well  and  deal  with  those  who  are 
not  meeting  the  standard. 
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Twenty-eight  executives  (47%)  stated  that  their  organizations  are  either  going  into  or  should 
be  going  into  the  schools  to  expose  students  to  business  matters. 

Nineteen  executives  (32%)  indicated  that  their  organizations  are  either  bringing  students  or 
should  be  bringing  students  into  the  work  place  for  experience  and  exposure  to  business  and 
the  world  of  work. 

Seventeen  executives  (28%)  indicated  that  business  and  education  must  cooperate  more 
effectively. 
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SENIOR  EXECUTIVE  VIEWS  ON  EDUCATION  IN  ALBERTA 


This  executive  summary  presents  the  main  features  and  findings  of  a 1991  survey  on 
education  of  60  senior  executives  in  Alberta. 

Purposes  of  the  Study 

If  young  people  are  to  be  prepared  for  the  future  and  to  get  the  education  they  need  to  be 
successful  citizens,  entrepreneurs  and  employees,  Albertans  need  to  know  the  strengths  and 
weaknesses  of  the  education  system.  As  part  of  this  process,  the  Minister  of  Education 
solicited  the  views  of  Alberta  commerce  and  industry. 

In  April  1991  the  Minister  sent  letters  to  senior  executives  in  74  Alberta  companies  and 
organizations  requesting  their  participation  in  addressing  the  following  issues: 

• the  current  strengths  of  the  education  system; 

• necessary  improvements  to  educational  programs  and  services; 

• the  knowledge,  skills  and  attitudes  necessary  for  Alberta  graduates  to  meet  the 
challenges  and  opportunities  of  a changing  world. 

Specifically,  the  senior  executives  were  asked  to  address  the  following  questions  during  a 
personal  interview: 

• What  are  your  expectations  of  our  grade  12  graduates? 

• What  knowledge,  skills  and  attitudes  do  you  believe  are  necessary  for  them  to  be 
successful  citizens,  entrepreneurs  or  employees? 

• How  satisfied  are  you  with  their  current  level  of  knowledge,  skills  and  attitudes? 

• What  needs  to  be  improved  in  the  educational  system? 

• How  can  business  and  industry  become  more  involved? 

The  project  was  a small,  exploratory  pilot  survey  of  the  perceptions  of  Alberta  leaders  in 
order  to  provide  direction  and  a base  for  further  study. 


Approach  to  the  Study 

It  was  decided  that  executives  from  relatively  large  employers  in  Alberta’s  private  sector 
covering  a wide  cross  section  of  industries  should  be  interviewed. 

• Commercial  - retail,  wholesale,  real  estate,  tourism  and  hospitality,  communications 
and  the  service  industries. 
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• Industrial  - energy,  manufacturing  and  processing,  transportation,  construction  and 
development,  agriculture  and  utilities. 

© Professional  and  Financial  - medicine,  law,  accounting,  architecture,  engineering, 
insurance,  banking  and  other  financial  institutions. 

It  was  believed  that  firms  from  these  sectors  and  industries  would  provide  a rich  and  varied 
sampling  of  the  views  of  business  in  Alberta.  Care  was  taken  to  ensure  that  organizations 
were  selected  from  across  the  province  - Edmonton,  Calgary,  central  and  northern  Alberta. 
The  geographic  area  included  Fort  McMurray  in  the  north  and  Banff  in  the  west. 

Of  the  74  organizations  and  executives  from  whom  an  interview  was  requested,  60  senior 
executives  agreed  to  participate.  This  represents  81%,  which  is  considered  very  good  in  view 
of  how  busy  these  senior  executives  are.  Of  the  60  organizations  interviewed,  19  (32%)  were 
in  the  commercial  sector,  27  (45%)  were  in  the  industrial  sector,  and  14  (23%)  were  in  the 
professional  and  financial  sector. 

Figure  1 presents  the  organizations  visited  by  type. 
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Figure  1 

Type  of  Organization  Visited 
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Limitations 


It  should  be  noted  that  because  of  the  open-ended  nature  of  the  interviews,  no  effort  was 
made  to  ensure  all  topics  were  covered  with  all  executives.  Therefore,  the  number  of  senior 
executives  who  had  expectations  and  the  percentages  of  those  who  stressed  one  facet  over 
another  indicate  what  the  executives  felt  were  the  most  important  issues.  A formal  survey 
using  a detailed  questionnaire  would  be  necessary  to  determine  how  all  executives  felt  about 
each  issue.  Please  refer  to  Recommendation  1 in  the  final  section. 

When  executives  were  asked  about  satisfaction  levels  with  knowledge,  skills  and  attitudes, 
most  preferred  to  identify  areas  of  concern. 


Findings  - I.  Senior  Executives'  Expectations  - the  Knowledge,  Skills  and  Attitudes 
Necessary  for  Alberta  Graduates 

Some  executives  preferred  not  to  focus  primarily  on  their  expectations  of  graduates,  but 
rather  to  discuss  areas  of  concern  relating  to  Alberta  graduates'  knowledge,  skills  and 
attitudes  necessary  to  meet  the  challenges  and  opportunities  of  a changing  world.  Many  felt 
that  their  expectations  could  be  derived  from  the  latter  if  necessary. 

Figure  2 shows  that  executives  interviewed  stated  they  expected  high  school  graduates  (and 
young  people  with  some  secondary  schooling)  to  demonstrate  a high  degree  of  competence 
in  the  following  major  areas: 

• Writing , including  English,  grammar  and  spelling  - 60%  of  executives  interviewed. 

• Communicating , including  listening,  speaking  and  understanding  - 48%. 

• Reading , meaning  comprehension  and  including  exposure  to  literature  - 43%. 

• Social  Studies , including  government,  politics,  Canada,  world  events,  history, 
geography  and  citizenship  - 43%. 

• Numeracy  (mathematics  and  arithmetic)  - 33%. 

• Computing , including  keyboard  skills  - 33%. 

• Science  (general,  chemistry,  physics)  - 25%. 

Other  notable  skills  expected  were  interpersonal  (23%),  life/survival  (20%),  business 
(including  finance,  economics  and  budgeting  - 17 %),  job/career  (including  interview  skills  - 
16%)  and  reasoning , problem  solving  and  thinking  (16%). 

With  respect  to  expectations  for  attitudes,  the  most  common  areas  cited  were  learning  to 
leam , desire  to  learn  and  learning  for  life  (33%),  enthusiasm  (including  a positive,  friendly 
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Percentage  of  the  60  interviewed  expecting  a high  degree  of  competence 


Figure  2 

Expectations  for  High  School  Graduates'  Knowledge,  Skills  and  Attitudes 

attitude  - 18%),  work  ethic  (including  self-sustenance  and  work  discipline  - 17%),  self-esteem 
(including  sense  of  purpose,  ambition,  pride  and  confidence  - 17%),  quality  (the  importance 
of  the  customer  and  the  quality  movement  - 13%)  and  teamwork  (10%). 

Summary  of  Expectations 

With  respect  to  knowledge , many  executives  believe  mathematics,  the  sciences  and 
history/geography  to  be  the  most  important.  English,  grammar  and  literature  were  seen  in 
the  main  to  be  vehicles  for  gaining  literacy  skills. 

In  the  skills  area,  executives  stressed  the  importance  of  the  "three  Rs"  - the  need  for 
graduates  to  have  good  basic  skills  in  reading,  writing  and  calculating  (including  computer 
literacy)  as  a foundation  for  all  other  learning,  including  job  training.  Many  had  the 
impression  that  the  three  Rs  were  being  de-emphasized  in  order  to  broaden  the  choices 
offered  to  students. 

Communications  and  interpersonal  skills  were  also  seen  as  essential  to  success  on  the  job, 
particularly  at  the  management  level.  Most  believe  that  the  non-school  environment  is  just 
as  important  as  schooling  in  developing  these  skills,  but  that  the  school  could  take  a greater 
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role  by  emphasizing  oral  presentations  to  the  class  and  working  in  student  teams  (as  long 
as  each  student  contributes  meaningfully). 

Many  executives  in  one  way  or  another  indicated  the  importance  they  place  on  the  student 
developing  problem  solving,  thinking  and  reasoning  skills.  They  believe  that  with  rapid  and 
frequent  changes  in  the  business  environment,  the  knowledge  base  is  always  out-of-date  and 
only  these  cognitive  skills  equip  the  employee  to  deal  with  such  change. 

In  the  attitudes  area,  work  ethic,  self-esteem,  confidence  and  the  desire  to  work  and  learn 
were  frequently  mentioned  as  being  a necessary  product  of  the  education  system.  It  is  felt 
these  attitudes  are  gained  primarily  through  high  standards,  being  required  to  meet 
deadlines,  being  rewarded  for  "going  the  extra  mile",  and  learning  that  accomplishing 
meaningful  work  is  its  own  reward.  A good  work  ethic,  more  than  any  other  attitude,  is  seen 
to  be  critical  to  success  in  the  world  of  work. 


Findings  - II.  Senior  Executives'  Areas  of  Concern  - Knowledge,  Skills  and  Attitudes  of 
Alberta  Graduates 

When  executives  were  asked  about  satisfaction  levels  with  knowledge,  skills  and  attitudes 
most  preferred  to  identify  areas  of  concern.  Figure  3 presents  the  areas  of  concern  for 
knowledge  and  skills.  The  shaded  areas  contain  selected  quotations  from  senior  executives 
interviewed. 


Literacy  (Reading  and  Writing) 


Twenty-seven  executives  (45%  of  those  interviewed)  believe  that  high  school  graduates  (and 
high  school  dropouts)  have  deficiencies  in  their  writing  skills  (including  composition, 
grammar  and  spelling). 


Nine  executives  (15%)  see  deficiencies  in  reading  comprehension,  and  cite  the  importance 
of  understanding  safety  and  other  instructions  from  superiors  and  others.  Many  blame 
television  as  well  as  schooling  for  this  concern. 


Communications 


Young  people  don't  understand  that 
effective  communications  require  that  you 
listen  to  another  and  make  yourself 
understood . They  are  rewarded  in  school 
for  impressing...with  their  vocabulary 
rather  than  ability  to  communicate  ideas 
clearly. 


Twenty-one  executives  (35%)  believe  young 
people  to  be  deficient  in  communication 
skills  and  that  graduates  should  be  better  at 
listening,  understanding  and  making 
themselves  understood.  Eight  per  cent 
believe  young  people  communicate  better 
than  they  ever  have. 
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Percentage  of  the  60  senior  executives  interviewed 


Figure  3 

Areas  of  Concern  - High  School  Graduates'  Knowledge  and  Skills 


Numeracy 

Ten  executives  (17%)  believe  there  are  deficiencies  in  understanding  numbers  and 
performing  calculations,  while  5%  see  an  improvement.  Those  concerned  cite  examples  of 
employees  not  appreciating  the  relationships  of  numbers  to  one  another.  Many  believe  that 
the  use  of  calculators  is  to  blame. 

Reasoning  Ability 

Seven  executives  (12%)  see  deficiencies  in  graduates'  problem  solving,  thinking  and 
reasoning  skills,  although  these  concerns  apply  equally  to  their  middle  managers.  Many 
attribute  their  concern  to  the  tendency  for  education  to  concentrate  on  the  "what"  rather 
than  the  "how",  in  other  words  toward  knowledge  (which  is  quickly  dated)  and  away  from 
the  process  (the  skill),  which  teaches  how  to  deal  with  the  unpredictable. 
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Social  Studies 


Six  executives  (10%)  believe  knowledge  of  world  events,  history,  geography,  government  and 
politics  to  be  deficient,  while  5%  find  this  satisfactory.  Many  believe  an  understanding  of 
our  provincial  and  federal  governments  and  Canada's  place  in  the  world  to  be  essential  to 
success  in  business. 

Automation 


Six  executives  (10%)  think  computer  skills  are  better  than  ever,  while  three  executives  (5%) 
are  surprised  to  see  deficiencies  in  computer  skills.  About  one  third  of  the  executives 
interviewed  have  computers  on  their  desks,  but  most  believe  that  in  the  future  computer 
literacy  will  be  absolutely  essential  to  business  success.  Many  stated  their  belief  that  feeling 
comfortable  about  automation  must  come  mostly  from  schooling.  With  the  ease  in  learning 
to  use  computers  these  days  however,  some  are  not  convinced  that  it's  necessary  to  take  a 
lot  of  school  time  to  teach  automation. 


Young  people  coming  into  our  business 
today y whether  high  school  graduates  or 
with  some  post-secondary  training  are 
better  informed  than  they've  ever  been... 
They  can  also  converse  better  and  have  a 
better  feel  for  politics  and  the 
environment  - and  they  have  opinions  to 
express. 


General  Skills 

Seven  executives  (12%)  believe  that  general 
skills  have  improved  or  are  satisfactory, 
while  two  executives  (3%)  stated  their 
belief  that  skills  generally  have 
deteriorated. 


Attitudes 


Figure  4 presents  the  areas  of  concern  cited  for  attitudes. 

Work  Ethic 

Eighteen  executives  (30%)  believe  young  people  have  a poor  work  ethic,  while  only  three 
executives  (5%)  believe  this  has  improved  over  the  years.  Many  attribute  their  concern  to 
most  young  people  never  having  faced  hardship  or  having  to  learn  the  importance  of  a 
secure  job  and  how  to  keep  it. 

Another  related  concern  may  be  the  statement  by  a number  of  executives  that  many  young 
people  do  not  seem  to  realize  that  their  actions  have  consequences:  that  if  they  study,  they 
will  pass  and  that  if  they  work  hard,  they  will  succeed.  Most  executives  believe  that  a good 
work  ethic  is  something  that  can  be  enhanced  through  schooling. 
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Figure  4 

Areas  of  Concern  - High  School  Graduates'  Attitudes 
Graduates'  Expectations  of  the  Job 


Eleven  executives  (18%)  believe  that  young  people  have  unrealistic  expectations  when  they 
take  their  first  full-time  job.  Examples  were  cited  of  new  employees  (or  applicants) 
expecting  high  pay  for  little  work  and  being  surprised  at  the  standards  of  work  required  of 
them. 

Attendance  and  Punctuality 


Eight  executives  (13%)  see  a deterioration  in  the  sense  of  responsibility  in  young  people 
toward  attendance,  punctuality  and  a general  desire  for  more  leisure. 

Respect  for  Others 

Seven  executives  (12%)  stated  their  belief  that  young  people  do  not  have  sufficient  respect 
for  their  teachers  and  for  others  in  authority,  and  that  they  don't  appreciate  what  they  can 
learn  from  someone  with  many  more  years'  experience.  This  concern  is  attributed  in  the 
main  to  what  they  see  as  a decline  in  discipline  exercised  in  the  schools  and  the  more 
informal  teaching  styles  of  the  teachers.  A number  cited  the  casual  dress  and  manner  of 


8 


teachers  as  partly  to  blame  along  with  poor  examples  set  by  parents,  many  of  whom  are  not 
around  enough  to  have  an  impact  on  their  children. 

Sense  of  Purpose.  Ambition 

Six  executives  (10%)  expressed  their  concerns  about  a need  for  a greater  sense  of  purpose 
and  motivation  in  young  people.  Many  executives  believe  that  graduates  (and  high  school 
students)  are  less  ambitious  than  previously.  They  attribute  this  to  a growing  feeling  in 
graduates  that  if  things  don't  work  out,  government  support  systems  or  parents  will  be  there 
to  help. 

General  Attitudes 


Ten  executives  (17%)  believe  that  overall  attitudes  have  improved  or  are  satisfactory.  Four 
executives  (7%)  believe  general  attitudes  have  deteriorated. 


Attitudes  have  also  improved  since  we 
stopped  treating  everyone  as  a " 'winner ". 

If  everyone  is  a winner,  no  one  is  a 
winner.  At  one  time  no  one  failed  in 
grades  1 through  6.  Kids  seem  to  be  more 
aware  now  that  they  must  compete. 


The  young  people  I see  are  great; 
the  ones  I read  about  in  the  paper 
are  not  so  great. 


Findings  - III.  Senior  Executives'  Views  on  Educational  Areas  Requiring  Improvement 

Figure  5 presents  the  percentages  of  executives  commenting  on  other  educational  areas 

which  in  their  view  require  improvement. 

With  respect  to  these  findings,  senior  executives  are  most  concerned  about: 

• the  degree  to  which  students  are  streamed  (although  there  is  no  consensus  as  to 
whether  students  should  be  streamed  earlier,  later  or  not  at  all); 

• the  need  for  better  standards  so  that  employers  can  be  confident  that  those  hired 
have  the  requisite  knowledge  and  skills; 

• the  extent  of  program  choice  available  to  students;  most  believe  there  is  too  much 
choice  and  that  the  basics  are  not  sufficiently  stressed; 

• the  need  for  more  discipline  in  the  classroom,  and  for  principals  and  parents  to 
support  teachers  who  try  to  implement  more  discipline; 
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Figure  5 

Other  Issues 


• the  need  for  parents  to  be  more 
aware  of  their  responsibility  for  their 
child's  education; 

• the  need  to  reward  teachers  who  are 
performing  well  and  deal  with  those 
who  are  not  meeting  the  standard. 

• trades  training  - the  amount  of 
emphasis  on  the  "university  stream" 
in  high  school;  trades  training  is 
viewed  as  inferior  to  a profession  by 
students  and  teachers. 


In  each  of  these  areas,  at  least  eleven  executives  (18%)  interviewed  expressed  their  interest 
and  concern. 


To  make  a change  to  a more  academic, 
disciplined  system,  we  must  start  at  the 
top  - meet  with  parents,  change  the 
educational  philosophy,  change  the 
education  system,  then  change  the 
teachers,  then  teach  the  children  there  are 
consequences  to  their  actions. 
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Findings  - IV.  Senior  Executives'  Views  on  How  Business  Should  Be  Involved 

Twenty-eight  executives  (47%)  stated  that  their  organizations  are  either  going  into  (mainly 
career  days)  or  should  be  going  into  the  schools  to  expose  students  to  business  matters. 

Nineteen  executives  (32%)  indicated  that  their  organizations  are  either  bringing  students  or 
should  be  bringing  students  into  the  work  place  for  experience  and  exposure  to  business  and 
the  world  of  work. 

Seventeen  executives  (28%)  indicated  that  business  and  education  must  cooperate  more 
effectively. 

Seven  executives  (12%)  believe  that  formal  business/education  councils  or  boards  should 
be  set  up  to  further  common  interests. 

Six  executives  (10%)  had  views  on  how  to  make  schooling  interact  better  with  the  content 
and  organization  of  work. 

Five  executives  (8%)  indicated  that  their  organizations  conduct  educational  programs  which 
might  be  described  as  remedial  or  compensatory  for  perceived  deficiencies  in  schooling. 

Five  executives  (8%)  indicated  that  their  organizations  provide  direct  financial  assistance 
to  post-secondary  institutions  or  students  through  bursaries,  scholarships,  chairs,  or  program 
funding.  Only  one  indicated  similar  funding  might  be  appropriate  or  possible  at  the 
secondary  school  level. 

Many  executives  stressed  the  benefits  that  will  accrue  to  the  education  system  and  to  their 
organizations  by  having  their  views  solicited  through  this  survey.  Many  requested  copies  of 
the  summarized  results. 


Conclusions 


I want  more  than  a conversation. 
What  is  the  next  step?  Will  there 
he  an  action  plan  developed 
within  a year? 


Business  executives  in  Alberta  are  most  concerned 
about  graduates'  and  young  peoples'  abilities  in 
writing , communicating , numeracy , reading , and  the 
apparent  lack  of  a good  work  ethic  in  many.  They 
are  much  less  concerned  (or  actually  satisfied)  with 
abilities  and  attitudes  in  other  areas. 


Recommendations 

1.  That  the  department  meet  with  the  senior  executives  interviewed  to  discuss  the  study 
findings  and  develop  a joint  action  plan  for  the  required  changes.  Prior  to  this 
meeting,  the  senior  executives  should  consider  how  the  private  sector  might  articulate 
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its  needs  more  fully  and  communicate  these  needs  and  employment  projections  to 
the  department. 

2.  That  a formal  survey  be  conducted  (questionnaire)  of  senior  executives  in  Alberta 
to  validate  the  study  conclusions  and  seek  the  input  of  a much  larger  group  of 
executives,  including  those  in  the  public  sector,  the  not  for  profit  sector,  and  post- 
secondary institutions. 

3.  That  a special  group  be  formed  for  each  major  area  of  concern  consisting  of 
representatives  of  Alberta  Education,  school  boards  and  senior  executives  who 
express  an  interest  in  participating.  These  groups  should  report  to  the  Minister  of 
Education  and  recommend  on: 

• what  changes  should  be  made,  and  how,  to  make  schooling  more  relevant  to 
the  world  of  work; 

• priorities  for  change  and  an  action  plan. 
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